THE GREAT IRISH FAMINE
the bleeding (as it seemed) of Ireland herself to death by the
enormous catastrophe of the Great Famine.
The Famine Itself. In the year 1845 one of the most
prominent English politicians heard that the potatoes in the
Isle of Wight were failing, suffering from a new disease. He
seems to have remembered a little later that the potato was
the main nutriment to which the dispossessed Irish—that is,
the vast majority of the Catholic population of Ireland—were
reduced.
In the autumn of that year it was known that the potato
blight had appeared in Wexford, and there was already a certain
anxiety in England with regard to the future of affairs across
St George's Channel. In the two next years, 1846 and 1847,
the failure of the potato crop through disease became almost
universal, and as die period proceeded things went from in-
sufficiency to grave want, from grave want to actual famine,
and deaths by starvation began.
Things came to a head in the year 1848, and though they got
better afterwards, it was not until 1851 that the potato crop
was normal again. In the interval this failure of what had been
the main sustenance of the fearfully impoverished Catholic
Irish peasantry had destroyed by famine, directly and indirectly,
about one and a quarter millions of the Irish people.
It is important to observe that in cases of this kind exact
estimates are impossible; general estimates must, in the nature
of the case, differ widely. The figures I here give are those of
the statistician Mulhall, who may justly be regarded as a
standard authority. Even if there were no violent political
passions engaged the mere fact that it is impossible to dis-
tinguish between various degrees of breakdown in the human
body through under-feeding renders exactitude impossible. It
has even been argued that the total number of deaths from
famine was only half a million. Perhaps if we mean by deaths
from famine complete collapse and the end of life from receiving
no nourishment whatsoever, until the man, woman, or child
dies after many days of such agony, that minimum figure might
be literally true. Even so it is probably an underestimate. But
it is futile to read history in such fashion. The large number of
one and a quarter millions which is generally admitted in-
cludes deaths which can be traced to the insufficiency of food,
accompanied often enough by disease. If we were to add
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